The physiology of itch.
The perception of itch is associated with many parasites and their vectors, especially following penetration of the skin by the parasites themselves, as in cercarial dermatitis of schistosome infections, or penetration of arthropod mouthparts during blood feeding. Many ectoparasites such as scabies, lice and fleas, provoke sensations of itch - even when the insects are no longer (or have never been) present, giving rise to the phenomenon of delusory parasitosis. Itch, and the host 'grooming' responses with which it is associated, is increasingly recognized as an important factor in modulating vector feeding behaviour, which can have profound effects on the transmission dynamics of vector borne parasites. As a background to future reviews of this developing subject, we asked John Alexander, author of the classic Arthropods and Human Skin (Springer-Verlag, 1984), to explain what is itch, and to discuss what is known about its underlying Physiology.